KING  CHARLES I                    43
threaten English supremacy at sea. Besides, the mutual promises made when Henrietta Maria married Charles had already been broken by both Governments. Charles, in order to gain popularity in Parliament, had failed to relieve the English Catholics from persecution, while Louis had not co-operated in the attempts to restore the Palatinate to its Elector. Charles still longed to champion the Protestant cause in Europe and rashly attempted to support the Huguenots, in their semi-independent city of La Rochelle, in a rebellion against their King. The dismissal of the Queen's French attendants further incensed Louis, and, though the ambassador he sent to London made peace between Henrietta and her husband, his concessions were disowned when he returned to France. When soon afterwards two hundred English merchant-ships were seized by the French at Bordeaux it seemed to Charles that the English fleet must regain the mastery of the seas before it was too late. Money was raised by forced loans, and on June 27, 1627, Buckingham set sail for La Rochelle, in a last attempt to redeem the Protestant cause, England's honour, the King's power, and his own popularity.
He was nearly successful, in spite of inadequate supplies, undisciplined troops, and the hostility of the nation at large. On July 12 he landed his army on the island of Rh6, which is opposite the city of La Rochelle, and laid siege to the fortified town of St. Martin, where there was a strong French garrison. For two months the besieged held out, but they were on the point of surrender through starvation, when on a dark night with a